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Response to Detroit Free Press Editorial
John M. Dunn
Submitted Dec. 7, 2010
The Detroit Free Press’ Nov. 21 editorial, “Rethink higher-ed governance,” is long
on words and short on thought.
The Free Press editors suggest that Michigan's public universities would somehow
be better if governed through a statewide higher education system. They contend
this approach would reduce duplication and bring us in line with other great
systems, such as that found in Wisconsin.
Having worked in several states with statewide systems (Illinois, Oregon, and
Utah), my experience is quite the contrary. If the goal is to increase costs, create
bureaucracy, enhance political infighting, and reduce entrepreneurship and
creativity, a system is certainly the way to go. If our state were to travel that road, I
assure you that any effort by our great universities to respond quickly and adroitly
to the needs of Michigan would fall prey to bureaucratic bloat and costly overhead.
While the idea of a statewide system might appeal to the ill-informed, I am
appalled that the Free Press would venture a proposition that would so poorly serve
Michigan's international reputation as the home of great universities. Yes,
Wisconsin has two research universities, but Michigan has five. Yes, Wisconsin
provides more money to its universities, but Michigan’s universities produce more
with far less state support. The editorial staff apparently forgot to do its homework
before espousing such an ill-conceived suggestion.
In the recent editorial, my own university, Western Michigan University, was
chided for moving forward to create a medical school. Again, the editorial staff
neglected to do its homework and discover that Michigan and the nation face a
major shortage of physicians. The data from the American Association of Medical
Colleges on this point is alarming. Leading newspapers, such as the New York

Times and Washington Post, have clearly articulated the need for our nation to
train a greater number of physicians.
Western Michigan University is responding to the need with a privately funded
medical school. Our medical school is being developed with the support and
thoughtful input of the WMU Board of Trustees and in conjunction with two
leading hospitals, Bronson Healthcare and Borgess Health. The Western Michigan
University School of Medicine will be developed and sustained without state
support. It will enhance the quality of our state's healthcare and boost research and
economic development in the life sciences.
Is this duplication? No, this is expansion of opportunity to meet future demands.
Our efforts are entirely consistent with the needs of our state, and we are doing this
through cooperation and teamwork with corporate partners and philanthropists.
This is a win-win for our state that will both produce physicians for Michigan's
future and enhance the region’s economic base. It simply would not be possible in
a system like Wisconsin's
Michigan's independent universities have already achieved incredible savings by
collaborating voluntarily in their business operations. We can and will continue to
collaborate and support our students by reducing barriers and making it easier to
transfer credits among and between institutions. We make progress on these fronts
every day--voluntarily. We do it because it's the right thing to do.
There is good reason to continue Michigan's commitment to autonomous
universities. The outcome we've achieved—outstanding Universities that continue
to grow and develop while state support has eroded—speaks for itself.

